Ossian and Visual Art -Mislaid and Rediscovered
work attributed to the eighteenth-century Scottish artist, Alexander Runciman, and concludes by noting the significance of Ossian for Celtic Revival art.
The background: exhibitions in France and Germany
The substantial nature of the Ossian exhibitions held at the Grand Palais in Paris from February to April 1974 and subsequently at the Kunsthalle in Hamburg in May and June of the same year made it easy to assume one needed to look no further for any major Romantic or post-Romantic interpretation of Ossian in visual art. 1 The limitation of these exhibitions, however, was their almost exclusive focus on northern European artists working around 1800, indeed that was made explicit in the German title, Ossian und die Kunst um 1800. Not much attention was paid to the significant Italian contribution to Ossianic visual culture; and there was no mention of later Scottish and Irish works, such as those of the Celtic Revival of the 1890s. There was no account of twentieth-century responses to the bard, except for a passing mention in the German catalogue of an Ossian-inspired graphic work by Max Ernst from 1972. Even within the ambit of Northern European art around 1800 some important work was not present, either because they weren't known about at the time, as in the case of J. M. W. Turner's Ossian painting from 1802; or because the medium of presentation meant the work could not be easily transported, as in the case of the large-scale decorative scheme of James Barry from the late 1770s. 2 Furthermore, there was little interest in the engraved work that distinguishes so many illustrated editions of Ossian (although the timeline of the German catalogue alludes to some of those editions). What is still needed over forty years later is further research to complement and extend the groundbreaking work of these shows. The fact is that major galleries in the United Kingdom still fail to take seriously the depiction of Ossian, both as an artistic endeavour in its own right, and as a significant influence on much sublime landscape painting, even when the topic of such imagery is not expressly Ossianic. Ossianic work was a core theme of this show. 3 Over and above the exhibition itself, at least twenty-five images and a substantial amount of text in the catalogue are devoted to Girodet's Ossian paintings and drawings. 4 The catalogue made a major contribution to the available published images of Ossian, and at the same time provided a commentary on relationship of that work to the other literary themes which Girodet explored. These range from Racine to Virgil to Sappho. In addition, the catalogue includes an extensive body of portraits from the years immediately after the French Revolution, including that of his friend and fellow Ossian enthusiast, Chateaubriand. The commissioning of Girodet's major Ossian painting in 1801 (exhibited 1802) for the decoration of the grand salon of Malmaison has been widely acknowledged. 5 It is important to take note also of Girodet's Ossian drawings from the 1790s. The Louvre exhibition displayed these to good effect and the catalogue discussed them in an informative fashion. Also considered in the catalogue is Girodet's friendship with the naturalist and novelist Bernadin de St Pierre, and an image is included of his illustration for St Pierre's Paul et Virginie, dating from 1806. 6 That novel was published in 1788. St Pierre was a follower of Rousseau, and Paul et Virginie explores the virtues of nature, and of the nature and modern society, in which nature is steadily losing ground. 7 In the section of The French Revolution devoted to 'Printed Paper' Thomas Carlyle wrote of the novel:
'there rises melodiously, as it were, the wail of a moribund world: everywhere wholesome Nature in unequal conflict with diseased, perfidious Art; cannot escape from it in the lowest hut, in the remotest island of the sea. […] . Yet, on the whole, our good Sainte-Pierre is musical, poetical though most morbid: we will call his Mountains, Scotland: The Traveller was of such significance to the English artist that he chose it as one of the group of oil paintings to be exhibited in 1802 at the Royal Academy. His modern biographer, James Hamilton, has commented that it 'was of the utmost importance to Turner that he should get these paintings right, as this would be his first appearance at the Royal Academy as a full Academician.' 13 Hamilton suggests that Turner was trying to achieve a psychological balance between these oil paintings, but he assumes that the Ossianic work is now not only lost, but it was also in the medium of watercolour; and so he does not treat it as part of this group in oils. We can now see that Ben Lomond Mountains, Scotland: We can now provide a more extensive account of Turner's later work it in the light of the clear significance to him of his earlier Ossianic work. We might note also that Turner uses a view of Ben Lomond to illustrate one of Samuel Rogers' Poems, 'Loch Lomond' which refers to Ossian. The image was engraved by William Miller, and published in 1835. 18 The setting of the Miller engraving is a few miles further south from that of the 1802 painting, but the similarity is evident. So, Turner employs almost the same view to illustrate Rogers's Ossianic allusion, as he does with direct reference to Macpherson's translations of the poems from some thirty years earlier.
A difference between the settings is that the visual exaggerations of the 1802 work, which Ruskin called 'Turnerian topography' were hardly evident, whereas they were a key feature of Turner's mature style by the 1830s. Such Turnerian topography can be seen also in the exaggerations of the Glencoe and Staffa works. 
The transformation of Beugo's engraving of Ossian
We might also note here the way in which the engraving of 1806 develops. In the frontispiece for the Leoni, the Runciman image is abstracted from Beugo's fully articulated engraving, and re-expressed in the form of a neo-classical linearity, almost as though it were a drawing of a marble-relief sculpture. An attribution to Runciman persists, although no reference Beugo is given in Italian. 29 It has been pointed out that Leoni published his work as a considered complement to that of Cesarotti. 30 
